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MULCHING (with Organic Materials) 

PRACTICE INTRODUCTION  

USDA, Natural Resources Conservation Service―Practice Code 484 

MULCHING  
Mulching is applying a protective cover of plant 
residues or other suitable material not produced 
on the site to the soil surface.  

PRACTICE INFORMATION  
Mulching is used to help control soil erosion, 
protect crops, conserve moisture, moderate soil 
temperature, prevent soil compaction and 
crusting, reduce runoff, and suppress growth of 
weeds. The practice is used on sites subject to 
erosion and high runoff rates that need the 
additional protection from material brought in 
from off the site. The material may be 
manufactured and commercially available or it 
may be hay or crop residues hauled to the site and 
applied. Selection of materials is dependent upon 
site condition and the availability of materials.  

This is a high input practice used primarily on 
construction sites. However, the practice is often 
used in production of specialty crops including 
grapes, other fruits, and vegetables.  

COMMON ASSOCIATED PRACTICES 
Mulching is often used in conjunction with other 
practices. It is commonly used in Conservation 
Management Systems with a new vegetative 
seeding, Critical Area Planting (342), Nutrient 
Management (590), Pest Management (595), 
Irrigation Water Management (449), and Contour 
Farming (330). 

For further information, refer to the practice 
standard in the local Field Office Technical Guide 
and associated specifications and job sheets.  

 

The following page identifies the effects expected to occur when this practice is applied. These effects are subjective 
and somewhat dependent on variables such as climate, terrain, soil, etc. All appropriate local, State, Tribal, and Federal 
permits and approvals are the responsibility of the landowners and are presumed to have been obtained. Users are 
cautioned that these effects are estimates that may or may not apply to a specific site.        



  

The diagram above identifies the effects expected to occur when this practice is applied according to NRCS practice standards and specifications. These effects 
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Note:  Effects are qualified with a plus (+) or minus (-). These symbols indicate only an increase (+) or a decrease (-) in the effect upon the resource, not whether the effect is beneficial or adverse. 

 
Mulching, (with Organic Materials) Initial setting:  On cropland or disturbed 

land where there is a need to control 
weeds, conserve soil moisture, moderate 
soil temperature, or reduce erosion using 
organic materials as mulch 

Mulching,  
 4/2007

(with Organic Materials) (484) 
 

1. Large percentage of ground surface 
covered with organic material (with 

percent coverage determined by purpose 
of practice); anchoring material or tools 

used as needed 

D.2 (+) Infiltration  
D.1 (-) Soil 

splash erosion  

C.2 (+) Water quality and aquatic habitats 

I.5 (-) Sheet and 
rill erosion 

D.5 (-) Evaporation D.6 (+/-) Soil 
temperature 

D.7 (+) Soil 
organic matter  D.4 (-) Weeds 

I.9 (+) Soil moisture 

I.4 (-) Runoff 

C.4 (+) Air 
quality in the 

airshed 

C.3 (+) Water quantity 
available for other uses 

C.1 (+/-) Income 
and income stability 

(individuals and 
community) 

I.14 (+) Plant 
growth, 

establishment, or 
crop production 

(quantity, quality, 
harvest timing) 

I.1 (-) Downslope 
sediment 
deposition  

D.3 (+) Cost 
of installation 

and 
maintenance 

I.13 (+) Length 
of growing 

season 

I. 8 (-) 
Potential 

for 
herbicide 

movement 
offsite I.11 (-) 

Input/energy 
consumption 

I.16 (+) Soil quality

I.17 (+) Carbon 
sequestration

I.15 (+) 
Potential 
income 

I.2 (-) 
Maintenance 

costs for 
sediment 
removal 

I.3 (+)  
Preservation of 
infrastructure;   
(-) community 

costs 

I.7 (-) 
Herbicide 

use  

I.12 (+/-) 
Net returns 

Irrigation Water 
Management (449) 

I.10 (-) Irrigation 
water 

D.8 (-) Wind 
erosion  

I.6 (-) 
Labor I.18 (-) Particulate 

matter

LEGEND

#.  Created by practice 

D.  Direct effect 

I.  Indirect effect 

C.  Cumulative effect 

Pathway 

Associated practice

(+) increase; (-) decrease

are subjective and somewhat dependent on variables such as climate, terrain, soil, etc. All appropriate local, State, Tribal, and Federal permits and approvals are 
the responsibility of the landowners and are presumed to have been obtained. All income changes are partially dependent upon market fluctuations which are 
independent of the conservation practices. Users are cautioned that these effects are estimates that may or may not apply to a specific site. 
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